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			For my parents, Alan and Miriam Reitman, who taught me to question
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			Once upon a time in the 1980s, Vicki Weaver had a vision. She was taking a bath at her home in Cedar Falls, Iowa, when God, whom she called by his Old Testament name, Yahweh, came to her and revealed a violent battle on a mountain. On top of the mountain sat a cabin within an oasis of trees. It’s time, Yahweh said in a voice that seemed at once to come from within and all around her.

			“When?” Vicki asked.

			Soon.

			For years, she’d been dreaming of an apocalypse. Her visions had begun in the late 1970s, just after the birth of Samuel, her second child. Vicki was around thirty at the time, petite and pretty in the unadorned way of 1970s nature girls, with long straight black hair and a wardrobe of denim skirts and peasant blouses, living a comfortable life with her husband, Randy, and their kids in Cedar Falls, a college town north of Des Moines. Randy made good money at the local John Deere plant, and the Weavers owned a tidy white ranch house with a pretty garden, and many other trappings of middle-class suburban life: sports cars, motorcycles, stereo equipment, snowmobiles. After her first child, Sara, was born, Vicki learned to make her own baby food, intent on becoming the world’s best mother, and by every account, she was. Just about everyone remarked on what a perfect family they were, this attractive young couple and their babies, tooling around in Randy’s Mustang convertible or Triumph Roadster.

			But something was missing. There was an emptiness to their suburban life Vicki felt acutely. She had grown up on a farm in central Iowa, a good girl, conservative, hardworking, and full of passionate intensity. She could seemingly do anything: bake delicious pies, sew her own clothes, refinish furniture, solve complex math problems. She’d finished high school near the top of her class, earned a business degree from a local community college, and married at twenty-two, assuming, as everyone did, that she’d have a perfect life. And it had been perfect for a little while. But then it got boring. Randy would be at work, or riding motorcycles with his buddies, while Vicki would be at home with the washing and the ironing and the cooking and the I Love Lucy reruns, feeding Sara Chef Boyardee. There had to be something more stimulating she could throw herself into, Vicki thought, but she wasn’t sure what that might be.

			One day, around 1978 or so, Vicki came upon a book at her local bookshop that would change her life. It was called The Late Great Planet Earth—a slim paperback bestseller by the Christian writer Hal Lindsey. It was shelved in the same section as the books on astrology and other forms of mysticism, but The Late Great Planet Earth was about the power of biblical prophecy. The book had sold nine million copies. Vicki read it in one sitting. The Bible, Lindsey said, was not just a story that took place thousands of years ago; it was also a roadmap for the future. Everything Vicki saw on the news, all the sociopolitical problems of the 1970s—the crises in the Middle East, the spread of global communism, drugs, cults, skyrocketing crime rates—all of that had been prophesied in scripture. Armageddon was coming, and it would be in the form of nuclear war, Lindsey predicted. But before that, America would fall. Lindsey wasn’t clear on how or when that would take place, but something catastrophic was going to happen that would shake the country to its core and lead to authoritarian takeover, and when that happened, only believers would find salvation. They were living in the end times. The signs, Lindsey wrote, were everywhere. All you had to do was read the words of the prophets, look around you, and connect the dots.

			Vicki was enthralled. She’d always been a bit of a seeker. Looking for hidden truths in Bible prophecy and cross-referencing them with what she saw in the paper sparked her intellectual curiosity and gave her purpose she’d been lacking. Randy joined Vicki on her quest. Let the Old Testament guide you, Lindsey told the Weavers. And don’t be afraid of what you might find; remember, the prophets were ordinary people, living ordinary lives, just like you.

			This was how Vicki came to believe that her dreams, which she might have written off as some sort of postpartum phenomenon, were actually divine visions. Once Randy started having the same sort of dreams, many of them even more vivid than hers, they were sure of it. They’d been chosen. The harbingers of end times were all around them. Farms were dying across the Midwest. Factories were closing. Cars were getting smaller. Everywhere they looked they saw it: the cheap Japanese cars, the influx of cheap foreign workers and foreign-born people in general—Arabs, Indians, Somalis, Mexicans—all strangers encroaching on the land, turning America into something international, impersonal, commercial. Everywhere, a Taco Bell and a 7-Eleven. Everywhere, an indoor mall or a supermarket the size of a football field. Everywhere, a small town fading, or just changing, becoming more and more homogenized, but also more globalized. It was exactly what Lindsey said might happen.

			But what had caused all of this? Lindsey didn’t say, and even the Bible didn’t provide that answer. They would have to find the truth themselves. Vicki scoured the Cedar Falls library, poring over various political tracts and books on theology and philosophy. There was so much to read, so many pieces of the puzzle to examine. She read science fiction. She read Atlas Shrugged. One day, she and Randy discovered a book called Satan’s Angels, which laid out the grand conspiracy seeking to undo the world: Hare Krishna, Wiccans, Druids, the Illuminati. By 1980, they’d moved far beyond Hal Lindsey, though they still saw the King James Bible as their primary text. But there were other sources, too. Cassette tapes found only in mail-order catalogs. Pamphlets, self-published books. The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

			The U.S. government, the Weavers came to believe, was a front. The real power belonged to the Trilateral Commission, the United Nations, the Jews. The Jews controlled everything. Before long, Randy started sleeping with a flak jacket and helmet next to the bed and a loaded pistol under his pillow, convinced that an invasion of Jewish-controlled UN troops, who Randy believed were already marshaling along the Canadian border, was imminent. To make sure the government couldn’t track them, they cut up their credit cards and other IDs.

			Friends of the Weavers drifted away. At John Deere, Randy’s co-workers started to worry he had gone crazy. Even members of the Weavers’ weekly Bible study group found the couple’s messianic zeal disturbing, especially after Randy told everyone that computers, which had already started to record and catalog every aspect of human existence, were the beast mentioned in the book of Revelation. By the early 1980s, the tidy little house in Cedar Falls wasn’t looking so tidy. The grass was overgrown, the curtains were always drawn. Inside, Pat Robertson blared from the Weavers’ TV screen, predicting doom. He blamed America’s moral turpitude.

			“What’s happening to you?” said Vicki’s sister. “Are you sleeping?” None of their family understood how Randy and Vicki, who’d seemed to have such a happy life, had become so dark and conspiratorial. But how could the Weavers explain it to anyone? The fear had invaded every part of them. There was no one they could trust. There was only them.

			So when Yahweh spoke to Vicki and told her it was time to go, the Weavers heeded the call. They put their house on the market. Vicki had already gotten rid of the TV as well as their cameras, most of their family photographs, the kids’ dolls and teddy bears, even their painted dishes with the birds-of-paradise on them, believing they were graven images that violated God’s laws; now they sold off most of their other belongings. Finally, in the summer of 1983, they traded in their car for an old blue grain truck, packed it up with guns, ammunition, a woodstove, kerosene lamps, food, warm clothes, and furniture and left Iowa, traveling west in search of some kind of refuge.

			That September, the Weavers arrived in remote northern Idaho, where, just south of the Canadian border, they settled on a densely wooded ridge overlooking Ruby Creek. There, they built a cabin on a rocky bluff jutting out over a broad valley of pine and birch trees. From the valley, a single unpaved logging road wound up the western side of the mountain. On the east side, the land fell off abruptly into a steep, seven-hundred-foot drop. The ridge itself, accessible only by foot, was ringed by boulders, forming a natural barrier to anything, or anyone, who might seek to come in. It was as far from the world as they could get.

			And there they remained, growing their own food, homeschooling their kids, studying their Bible, befriending some of their neighbors—a few of whom had also followed the voice of God to northern Idaho. More had come to live off the grid, to hide, to escape taxes or bad marriages or poor crop yields or “pagan” teaching in public schools, or to define their own idea of freedom in a place with no building codes, no gun laws (at least none that were enforced), no convenience stores, no billboards, not even a stoplight—no reminders of whatever it was that broke them. But eventually even they started to find the Weavers too extreme. It was all that talk about the end of the world, not to mention the gunfire that was always coming from the Weavers’ property. Randy, people said, was stockpiling automatic weapons and had buried C-4 in the driveway. Vicki was rumored to be a crack shot who might kill her own children to save them from Satan. One neighbor told the authorities Randy and Vicki would probably shoot anyone who came onto their property uninvited. It wasn’t true—the Weavers never threatened anyone with violence, let alone fired their guns or booby-trapped their property. But they had strange anti-government beliefs. They were paranoid. They called themselves “survivalists.” It was only a matter of time before someone told the authorities about them.

			One thing led to another, and then to another, and eventually, the inevitable conclusion. By the early 1990s, the Weavers had spent years waiting for whatever it was they thought was coming to strip them of their inheritance, and when it finally came, it was not exactly what Randy and Vicki had envisioned. But it was close enough. They’d gone too far to ever go back to what they’d been before all of this took hold of them. So they prayed. And, just as he always did, Yahweh came to Vicki one day with a message meant just for her: You will stay on this mountain forever.

			And so it came to pass.
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			Wally Oneschuk was sixteen years old when Ronald Reagan was first elected president. It was 1980, and he was living with his family outside of Boston, in the small city of Lynn. No one called Massachusetts a blue state back then—it was just liberal Massachusetts. But there were plenty of people who felt let down by Jimmy Carter and the Democrats, and in Lynn, Reagan-Bush lawn signs were everywhere. People wanted change, which was understandable: they’d lived through the seventies, through gas lines and unemployment lines and water rationing and sky-high inflation and the return of Vietnam vets who nobody thanked for their service and a stock market that lost 40 percent of its value in less than two years and an Iranian hostage crisis that went on for what felt like forever. In his 1980 campaign slogan, Reagan promised to make America great again. He won by a landslide. And just like that, America—strong, proud, hopeful—was back. The hostages came home. The yellow ribbons came off the trees. It was Morning in America.

			Wally believed that.

			In those days, Wally was having a good time, or trying to, which is about as much as you could say for any suburban white kid in 1980. The economy was still in a slump, particularly in fading industrial cities like Lynn, though Wally’s family lived in a nice part of town and sent their sons to private school, so he didn’t really think much about those things, as they never seemed to touch him. He was tall and athletic, with dark brown eyes and dark wavy hair. At St. John’s Prep, the all-boys Catholic school he attended, Wally played football, ran track, and mainly tried to stay out of the way of the Jesuits. He was a good skier and a decent swimmer, important skills to have in his social circle. In the eleventh grade, he grew a thick mustache because he could. Wally told people he thought it made him look older and tougher, like Magnum, P.I., or the Marlboro Man. And at least it was different. Everyone looked the same at St. John’s: jacket and tie for school; khakis and Top-Siders or duck boots at all other times, with thick L.L. Bean sweaters and old oxford shirts. This was the uniform of the East Coast WASP establishment, and it was a look that Wally, lacking that pedigree, appropriated. And even with the mustache, he pulled off the look as well as any other New England prep school kid whose middle-class parents aspired to more. If you have to fake it, the logic went, at least fake it well.

			Wally’s father, Walter Oneschuk, Sr., was also a faker, though it would take years for Wally to learn the extent of his father’s disguise. Walter was a salesman, and the only thing his son ever knew about him for sure was that he’d been born poor and grew up during the Depression in Chelsea, a working-class town just across the Mystic River from Boston. After that, the facts were mutable. He claimed to have been a navy officer during World War II, though, as Wally later learned, he was actually a baker’s mate. He said he’d attended Columbia University, though he never produced a diploma. He also said that his Russian-born father had married an Italian opera singer, though in truth, Walter’s mother wasn’t an opera singer, and wasn’t Italian but was, like her husband, Russian or Ukrainian or Belarusian—it was all very confused, Wally thought—and for all anyone knew, they might have been Jewish, since one out of every three people in Chelsea at that time was part of the Jewish diaspora. But nobody knew. Like most immigrants, they’d come to America to escape their pasts and start again, and they’d succeeded.

			They were Americans.

			Lynn, ten miles north of Boston, was settled in 1629 by the Puritans, stern English Protestants who saw all of eastern Massachusetts as a promised land. Their pastor, Rev. John Winthrop, urged his flock to build a new society that would be “a shining city upon a hill,” as Winthrop put it, quoting Jesus. For more than two hundred years, Lynn’s residents, aspirants all, lived and farmed, and then tanned leather, and later built a thriving industry in shoe manufacturing, though by 1892, it was the new General Electric plant that served as the city’s main economic driver. Wally’s maternal grandmother, Dora Consoles, worked in Lynn’s shoe factories, and at GE, as did her parents and her husband and all his brothers and sisters, who had come from Italy around 1900 and lived within five blocks of each other. When Wally’s mother, Josephine, was a little girl, in the 1930s, her father did some masonry and landscaping work, on top of his job at the factory. When things got really bad, her parents left Lynn for jobs at a Rhode Island rubber factory, and Josephine stayed behind with her aunts and uncles. This helped forge Josephine into a remarkably self-sufficient woman for her time, whose reverence for hard work was matched only by her desire to rise above her station. Her mother shared her drive. “Who is better than us?” Dora would say. Who is better than us?

			Josephine internalized that mantra. Profoundly optimistic—Wally would later describe his mother as someone who didn’t so much see the world through rose-colored glasses as reject that there was any other color—she was a shrewd businesswoman who loved nice things and set out to acquire them. In high school, she worked at the salon inside of Lynn’s most elegant hotel, the Edison, doing pin curls for wealthy clients. Within a few years, she’d moved to a new salon in nearby Swampscott, and then she bought the salon, and then the entire building. By the time she was thirty, Josephine had made enough to leave the immigrant enclaves of gritty south Lynn for the leafy east side of town and was on her way to opening her second salon.

			It was around that time that Josephine, recently widowed, met Walter Oneschuk, who then worked in the beauty supply business. He was suave and handsome and a snazzy dresser, and Josephine was charmed. In 1962 they were married, and two years later, Walter, Jr.—Wally—was born, joining two older half brothers from Josephine’s first marriage. The family lived in the house that Josephine built on Lynnfield Street—which was still in Lynn, but “on the Lynnfield line,” as people liked to say as a way to distinguish their proximity to a wealthier town. Wally grew up in that house, which his mother decorated in the most au courant fashion, with damask wallpaper and modish wall sconces and a powder-blue entrance hall and a pink kitchen. There were two living rooms, one upstairs and the other leading out to the pool, where, on summer weekends, the Oneschuks entertained their friends and clients. By the late 1960s, Josephine had three salons and a sizable real estate portfolio. This was what paid for her sons’ schooling and the ski trips and tennis lessons and eleven summers at Camp Tohkomeupog in New Hampshire, and membership at the Salem Country Club, where Josephine served on the decorating committee. In keeping with the mores of that time, it was her husband who held the membership.

			Later, Wally would reflect on the supreme irony of this. His dad never made much money, though in the 1970s, when Lynn’s manufacturing industry was at its nadir, Walter, Sr., bought a few properties, expecting they’d be gentrified. Instead, they became Section 8 housing and Walter became a slumlord who fixed things on the cheap. A few years later, one of his properties burned down, and Walter, who’d never taken out fire insurance, had to borrow money from his wife’s portfolio to rebuild it. Ten years later, he was still paying down the loan.

			Walter, Sr., would ultimately borrow so much money from his wife she’d have to refinance her house three times. Still, when Wally applied to Phillips Andover—a stretch, given that he was only a B student—father and son drove up in Walter’s Mercedes to tour the campus. They had barely met the admissions officer before Walter adopted an upper-class Bostonian accent that made his son want to crawl under the table. Afterwards, he confronted his dad. “I mean, are you shitting me?” he said, mortified.

			Walter gave his son a look. “What, you think they’re gonna let Phil the trash man in here?”

			That was Wally’s father in a nutshell. He was still the poor boy from Chelsea who had spent years trying to sell a more glamorous version of himself. Then again, that was the promise of American reinvention: that with the right clothes, and cars, and club memberships, you might just pass as genuine, even when your lies were as transparent as your fake Brahmin accent.

			Wally, who didn’t get into Andover, found all this middle-class striving oppressive. As a kid, he’d dreamed of becoming an oceanographer like Jacques Cousteau and taught himself to scuba dive in his parents’ swimming pool. By his teens, he’d changed his ambition to forest ranger, or maybe just “explorer and adventurer,” as he liked to put it—anywhere he could be free, and not have to wear a tie and jacket. His greatest desire was freedom—especially freedom from his parents—and he sought escape wherever he could find it: hiking through the woods of eastern New Hampshire, skiing in the White Mountains, free-climbing up a rock. He loved climbing, a sport he’d learned at camp, as it took him away from Lynn, and Swampscott, and Salem, and all the other towns where people lived and died by their status. It was authentic, he thought, living in the woods, in a cabin, wearing dirty T-shirts. If he could, he’d spend the rest of his life doing things like that. And yet, deep down, Wally suspected he was doomed to follow the same safe path as everyone else he knew, the path his parents had laid out for him. He’d finish prep school, go to college, become a doctor or a lawyer or a computer engineer, get married, and wind up living along the north shore of Massachusetts, as he had since birth—and it was this frustration with the way things were, coupled with a yearning for what could be and the knowledge that, for various reasons, they couldn’t be that way, that became the central push-pull of his life.

			

			—

			In 1985, when Walt, as Wally now called himself, was a junior at the Rochester Institute of Technology, he met a girl named Chris Capone. It was Memorial Day weekend and Walt, home from college for the summer, was out with some friends at the Chase House, a popular watering hole in Salem. Chris, a secretary at the Southern New England Telephone Company, had driven to Chase’s in her new Trans Am with the eagle on the hood. She was wearing leather pants and spiky high heels, and her curly dark hair made her look, he thought, like Pat Benatar. She was chatting with a girlfriend and drinking a strawberry daiquiri, and after one of his friends tried to snatch the strawberry out of her drink and struck out, Walt made his move. He liked her big brown eyes and the easy way she laughed, and that she didn’t seem snobby, like most of the other girls he knew. Chris thought Walt wasn’t much of a player, but he was cute and she liked his mustache. At the end of the night, she gave him her business card. Walt was impressed. He’d never met a girl with a business card.

			Chris came from Stoneham, a working-class town in Middlesex County, about ten miles west of Lynn. Like Walt, she was descended from Italian immigrants, though her family couldn’t have been more different. Her father, Frank Capone, was a landscaper who moonlighted as a cabdriver. Her mother, Andrea, cooked and cleaned and took care of her three children, which was what Frank felt women were supposed to do. Walt saw Frank as an Italian American Archie Bunker. He’d sit at the dinner table shirtless, or in the same dirty undershirt he’d worn all day, criticizing his sons and barking orders at his wife—in the Capone house, men, including Chris’s two younger brothers, would shake their glasses if they were thirsty, and women would run to fill them. He’d rail against the melanzanas, the Italian word for “eggplant” (which he used interchangeably with the word “nigger”), as well as the Democrats, whose liberal policies he blamed for ruining the country. Frank himself was a longtime Democrat, a Kennedy Democrat, but he’d voted for Reagan in 1980, and again in 1984, and would have liked to keep on voting for him. What was wrong with the country, Frank believed, was that everyone wanted a handout. On his tombstone, he’d inscribe the line “I paid my way.”

			Chris barely remembered what Walt looked like when he called to ask her out, but when she saw him again, she was relieved. “Not bad, Christin,” her mother said with a little wink the first time Walt came to their house in his khakis, polo shirt, and a sweater wrapped around his neck. Frank ridiculed him as a “country-club fag.”

			Walt’s friends, meanwhile, ridiculed Chris. Behind her back, they referred to her as “the showpiece.” Josephine thought Chris was beneath her son and told him he could do better. “Why do you have to go for these types?” she said as often as she could, noting Chris’s blue-collar roots. Walt thought this was pretty rich coming from a hairdresser. “Because she’s a fox, Mom,” he said.

			But there was something really different about Chris Capone, and it wasn’t just that she came from a place that for him might as well have been Mars. Unlike most of the girls he’d dated, she worked for a living and had direction. She wasn’t a pushover: she set goals, and she met them. She seemed to know what she wanted. So he gave Chris a test: he took her hiking on Mount Washington, his favorite place in the world. About halfway up, the point where other girlfriends usually wanted to walk down, Chris stopped and looked up. “What’s up there?”

			“That’s the top of the mountain.”

			“So let’s go,” she said, as if to say, What are you waiting for? And that, coupled with the time that Chris kicked him in the solar plexus when he tried to grab her ass, was when Walt knew he’d found a girl who could stand up for herself and, at minimum, was up for a challenge.

			And Chris didn’t know any other way to be. Growing up, she skated, twirled the baton, and practiced karate. She did all of it well, knowing she had to excel if she wanted her father to pay for the lessons. Though she had lots of friends, she didn’t have much of a social life, as her weekends were spent cleaning the house and mowing the lawn and doing other menial chores, though her two brothers sat around watching TV. Still, she managed to be elected queen of the Carnival Ball at Stoneham High, an honor she’d cherish all her life, and played varsity softball and volleyball—she was even offered a volleyball scholarship to Tufts. But her family didn’t see the value in college, and, as Chris had lived her life with rigid bars around her ideas and dreams, she followed their lead. College, she decided, didn’t make much sense to her, either.

			When her friends went off to college, she asked her father for $5,300 to pay for secretarial school, assuming she’d work as a secretary for a few years prior to getting married and settling down in Stoneham to raise a family. Until then, she worked full-time and lived at home, where Frank expected her to sit at his table and follow his rules.

			So when Walt came into the picture with his nice clothes, his goofy smile, and the promise of a college degree—he’d graduate in 1986—Chris saw a way out. They dated for two years, and by the end of 1987, Chris was making wedding plans. Walt hadn’t formally proposed yet, though an informal proposal had slipped out one evening when they were a little drunk, and Chris had burst into tears of happiness. It was the first time in her life that she’d felt pure and unadulterated joy, and Walt couldn’t have taken it back if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t want to. They came from different worlds, but he loved Chris and her stubborn, can-do spirit. He saw the way she tensed up around her father, and saw the same in her brothers, Michael and Frank, who’d also been terrorized by Frank, Sr. Walt would rescue them.

			But first he had to rescue himself. Walt had enrolled at RIT in 1982 with vague plans to study biology or chemistry and then go to medical school, as his parents wanted. But he was fascinated by computers, which Time magazine had named “Machine of the Year” in 1983. He graduated in 1986 with a degree in biomedical computing and went to work at Digital Equipment, then the second-largest computer company in the world. By 1988, he was living a comfortable life, making forty thousand dollars a year and moving along the management track, when he looked around and thought, If I have to spend my life trapped in this office, I’m going to die. Every day was the same: he came to work and sat in a cubicle and stared at a screen until his eyeballs felt like they’d fall out. When he got up from his desk, he saw endless rows of cubicles, and in each one, a cog like himself. They were probably still in their twenties, those guys, but they looked like forty. Their hair was starting to thin. He needed out.

			Walt quit his job. He had two choices: he could break up with Chris, leave everything behind, and travel around the world for a year or two or three, or maybe forever; or he could marry Chris and figure out a way to do something cool.

			What was cool to Walt Oneschuk was the navy. He never talked about it with his friends—for most of them, joining the military was unthinkable—but a part of him had always been fascinated. During his freshman year of college, he’d floated the idea to his parents, saying he might join Navy ROTC. The Oneschuks had scoffed. Who’d willingly join the military when they had so many other, better, options? So Walt shelved that idea for six years. But now, looking around his cubicle bay, he figured: Why not? The Cold War might be winding down, but there were always places the U.S. military was needed. If he was honest, being needed wasn’t really even a factor. It just sounded like a blast.

			It was the era of Top Gun and The Right Stuff, and flight-simulator games like Chuck Yeager’s Advanced Flight Trainer. Walt imagined himself as Yeager, or Maverick, or Iceman, or Goose, some sort of hotshot, and thought being a navy pilot sounded like the coolest job ever. It had purpose. It also had camaraderie and structure—Walt was never nonconformist enough to join the Peace Corps—and he liked the navy’s aesthetic. He already had technological skills. Flying jets for the navy offered a clear path to the big money: flying commercial airliners. Or maybe he’d just stay in the navy and be a pilot forever.

			This was Walt’s calculus. He was twenty-four years old. He’d tried things his parents’ way and found it stifling. Now he decided to follow his own dream. And he’d take Chris with him. They’d travel the world as a couple, on Uncle Sam’s dime, living an authentic, interesting life, and all of it with free housing, good benefits, and job security.

			Now that was the American dream, he thought. That was fucking democracy.
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			Marlo Pfister was two years old when she left Louisiana for the Persian Gulf. It was 1970, still the heyday of Middle East oil exploration—OPEC’s oil embargo wouldn’t happen until ’73—and her father had taken a job with an offshore drilling operation in Dubai. In those days, Dubai was still a relative backwater in the energy business; it would be decades before Dubai became a glistening theme park of glass skyscrapers and indoor ski slopes. Oil was discovered offshore in the late 1960s, and prospectors came from all over the world hoping to capitalize. The Pfisters—Marlo, her mom and dad, and her baby brother, Ryan—lived on Jumeirah Beach, in a small, low-lying house with a fountain, fronted by a stone gate. Behind them was the desert. One of Marlo’s first memories was of the Bedouin date sellers who’d occasionally stop at their house to water their camels on the way to the market.

			It was all sort of magical: the Bedouins, the camels, the vast expanse of desert, the low wail of the Muslim prayer callers, or muezzins, who beckoned people to the mosque, or to kneel right on the ground and pray to a god Marlo understood was not the same as her own god. But that didn’t matter. God was God. People were people. Oil was currency—at least until the wells ran dry, if they ever did—and it paid in dollars, which at that time were worth twice as much as the British pound. The great lesson in oil, or in life, as Marlo saw it, was that if you were smart, and worked hard, and knew how to play the game to your advantage, there was no limit to how far you could go.

			Marlo’s father, Gerrit Pfister, was a first-generation oilman, born in Switzerland, and her mother, Marilyn McClelland, was a Louisiana oil princess who came from an old Acadian family from Opelousas, west of Baton Rouge. More than six generations of McClellands had lived in Opelousas, eking out a living as farmers, before Marlo’s great-grandfather Nealy left farming, and Acadiana, in 1922 and moved south to become a rigger in one of the first oil fields to open on the Texas-Louisiana border. Working on the rigs was a rough, dangerous, undisciplined existence. Decades later, Marlo hung in her home a series of framed black-and-white photographs of her great-grandfather hanging off a rig, covered in oil and dirt and whatever else stuck to you out there. He worked hard, married, and had three kids, but then the Depression hit, and oil prices plummeted, and Nealy lost his job. In 1938, he suffered a heart attack and died, broke, at the age of forty-five. But the market soon rebounded, and oil drove the twentieth century and all its wondrous inventions: automobile travel, air travel, space travel, telephones, televisions, cameras, plastics, paint, pantyhose, shower curtains, CDs. Both of Nealy’s sons became oilmen, and in time their own sons, and grandsons, and one or two of their daughters, would work in the oil business, too.

			Marlo’s grandfather Mac became a wealthy man in the Louisiana oil business. Like his father, he’d started off poor and went to work in the oil fields, fresh out of the Marine Corps after World War II. Within fifteen years, he’d worked his way up to a comfortable position at Weatherford International, a multinational oil field services company headquartered in Houston, with offices all over the world. In the mid-1960s, when Marlo’s mother, Marilyn, was still a teenager, Mac was transferred from southern Louisiana to the Weatherford’s small office in Hanover, Germany, where Marilyn met Gerrit, an oil-and-gas technician who also worked for Weatherford. Gerrit was twenty-seven, had long hair, and drove a black Simca Versailles. Marilyn, who’d been Miss South Louisiana before moving from her hometown of Belle Chasse to Hanover, was drop-dead gorgeous, rebellious, and seventeen. She fell for the handsome Swiss immediately, and after cutting nearly the entirety of her senior year to gallivant around Europe with one of her girlfriends, married Gerrit the moment she turned eighteen. Her parents, who’d hoped their daughter would go to college, cut her off.

			Marilyn had been married less than two months when she got pregnant. She was devastated. She hadn’t wanted to be a teenage mother, though it was expected that once a girl got married, she’d start having babies. It was 1967, and she and Gerrit had moved to Geneva, where abortion was still illegal, though the ban wasn’t as strictly enforced as it was in the United States in the years before Roe v. Wade. Marilyn thought about getting rid of the baby but eventually changed her mind, and by the start of 1968, she had moved back to Louisiana with Gerrit. The couple, who had no money and nowhere to live when they arrived, had just gotten off the bus in Belle Chasse when they stopped for a drink at a bar and met a woman who turned out to be a real estate agent. Her husband worked in the oil business. With that stroke of good fortune, Gerrit soon had both an apartment and a job working in the oil fields of Plaquemines Parish, south of New Orleans. But he didn’t have health insurance. So Marlo’s father worked around the clock, and when his daughter was born, in May 1968, he paid the hospital bill in cash.

			By the early 1970s, the Pfisters’ marriage broke up and Marilyn married a British rock drummer named Eddie. They lived in London for about a year, but when Marlo was six, Eddie took his new family to Jersey, one of the Channel Islands, where they lived for a time in a ramshackle mansion commune with a revolving assortment of musicians and other hangers-on. For the next few years, Marlo bathed in water pumped from a well (her family had by then left the commune for a rustic farmhouse without electricity or running water) and attended an alternative school across the English Channel in Normandy, which she reached each morning by hydrofoil.

			It was a chaotic, bohemian childhood that left Marlo craving order and security for the rest of her life, though her mother cast it as a romantic adventure that taught her daughter valuable coping skills.

			And years later—after her family returned to the United States in 1977, settling in New Orleans, where they had a relatively stable middle-class existence until Marlo’s mother and stepfather quit their day jobs in the early 1980s and opened a country-and-western bar, where Marlo, at fifteen, worked as a cocktail waitress—she had to acknowledge her mom was probably right. She was a rigorous planner, the result of her peripatetic childhood, and had a high tolerance for risk, which in her case wasn’t so much risk as a calculated gamble based on months, or even years, of careful deliberation. Her defining characteristics were resilience, ambition, and a deep-seated fear that at any moment she could lose everything. She was a perfectionist. To Marlo, it was the only way to manage chaos.

			

			—

			New Orleans in the seventies and eighties was still a rigidly segregated place with deep, unspoken racial codes and social divisions. Marlo found all this confusing. She’d never met black people on Jersey, though in Dubai, Arab and Western families lived side by side, and their kids played together with no issues. In New Orleans, everyone kept to their own little corners. Marlo’s family lived in a gentrified section of Algiers, one of the city’s oldest black neighborhoods, in a new, white middle-class subdivision of four-bedroom, two-bathroom homes surrounded by mature oak trees. A few blocks east and west were less manicured working-class areas that were entirely black, and farther down General De Gaulle Drive, across the railroad tracks, were the Fischer Homes, a complex of high-rise towers and low-slung brick buildings that was then one of the most violent housing projects in America. White and black children almost never ventured into each other’s neighborhoods. A similar dynamic existed in the public schools, which were technically integrated, though the races rarely mixed. White children who tested well, like Marlo, were tracked into elite gifted programs. The black children, who for a number of complex reasons often didn’t test as well, were stuck in overcrowded classrooms. This was all perfectly legal. Over time, Marlo would recognize this de facto segregation as one of the many ways the Civil Rights Movement had been whitewashed in the South (she didn’t hear the term “structural racism” until college, or perhaps even later than that), and was chagrined by the rules she’d internalized as a relatively privileged Southern white girl. Never date a black boy. Never go to the projects. Don’t have too many black friends. Never refer to “the Civil War” in polite company, when you should say “the War Between the States,” with a sense of tragedy because, of course, it was a tragedy.

			The McClellands were longtime Republicans, and every one of them, including Marlo’s hippie mom, was an avid supporter of Ronald Reagan. The Republican Party was the party of Big Oil. Reagan’s military buildup in the 1980s was particularly good for the oil-and-gas industry. The Democratic Party, on the other hand, was the party of environmentalism, energy conservation, and regulation—everything that was hostile to the oil-and-gas industry. To speak well of a Yankee liberal, as her family called them, was to blaspheme against capitalism.

			Marlo never questioned this outlook, which she saw as inextricably tied to patriotism. She developed a fanatical love for America as a kid, though she’d left at the age of two and had no concept of the place until she came back in 1976 to visit her grandparents. It was the summer of the Bicentennial, and what she encountered was a spectacle so fantastic she’d remember it forever. Everything, everywhere, was draped in red, white, and blue: the elegant homes along St. Charles Avenue, the old riverfront houses in Algiers, the gas stations, car dealerships, libraries, lampposts, fire hydrants—even Coke cans had special, Bicentennial-themed labels with an American flag on them. There were parades that rolled through the French Quarter, and fireworks, and flags, and tall ships, and people wearing green foam Lady Liberty hats—all of which was amazing.

			But the most memorable day was the afternoon her grandmother took her to see the Constitution, which had been touring the country in a Bicentennial-themed case. It was on display at a mall in Gretna, which at first seemed like a weird place to show off America’s founding document, though Marlo later concluded that it was actually quite fitting that this artifact, with its radical ideas of freedom and egalitarianism and “We, the People,” would find its way to a middlebrow shopping mall in suburbia, where people of all races and religions could give it a glance in between buying a pair of Levi’s and stopping to eat at McDonald’s. Marlo stared at the weathered parchment—which turned out to be a copy; the real Constitution sat at the National Archives in Washington, D.C.—as if it were holy scripture. She felt connected to this document, which represented rules, and order, and structure, all the things she valued most. The Constitution was the law. The law was for everyone. It was fair. She loved that idea.

			That was the day Marlo decided America was the best country on earth, and starting in the third grade, she entered every contest on patriotism sponsored by the Daughters of the American Revolution or the Louisiana Historical Society, writing long essays on the concepts of liberty and freedom, or the constitutional system of checks and balances, which always fascinated her. She was an excellent writer and loved the intellectual rigor of building arguments. In a photo taken of her during that time, Marlo is wearing a frilly white blouse, standing in front of a wall of framed certificates, a tiny, skinny, nerdy-looking tween with big square-framed glasses and an unflattering bowl haircut, draped in a winner’s sash and holding a trophy. She always got first place.

			Marlo’s mother was a glamorous brunette, the sort of woman who drew everyone’s attention when she entered a room, and she’d named her daughter after Marlo Thomas, the star of the 1960s sitcom That Girl. Marlo Thomas was a protofeminist icon of the late 1960s and early 1970s, largely due to the character she played on TV—an aspiring actress a lot like Thomas herself: smart, assertive, independent, ambitious, and also very pretty, very thin, very bubbly, extremely nice, and wholly unthreatening to men. She was perfect. Or at least Marlo Pfister thought she was perfect, and she spent a lot of time during her awkward years trying to figure out how Marlo Thomas, or any woman, could be all those things and make it look so effortless.

			She was the least popular girl in her class, every single year, throughout the entirety of middle school. There were many reasons for this, starting with her clipped British accent, which it took her years to lose, and even then, she never sounded Southern. She was terrible at sports, clueless about pop culture—her parents didn’t even have a TV—and dressed in cheap clothes from Sears. The mean girls, who wore Nikes and Gloria Vanderbilt jeans, snickered. Where she failed socially, she succeeded academically. Marlo had arrived at her public elementary school already reading at a high school level and was light-years ahead of her classmates in every subject. She had a habit of raising her hand a lot and answering every question correctly, in perfectly articulated sentences, without a shred of embarrassment. This was considered unseemly for little girls, especially Southern girls, and her brazenness in this department—or perceived brazenness: as Marlo saw it, she was simply being forthright and honest about her abilities—made her a social pariah. From the third through the seventh grades, she was bullied relentlessly. Eventually, one of her teachers, trying to be helpful, told Marlo’s mother that her daughter might have more social success if she were to “just tone down her intelligence a little bit,” a comment Marilyn found so outrageous that she removed her from public school and put her in a private all-girls school where she was encouraged to be as smart as she wanted to be.

			But the years of bullying were defining. Like any number of smart, shy, socially awkward girls, she found refuge in the library, where she devoured books by Margaret Atwood, Robert Heinlein, and Anthony Burgess. She’d read all of an author’s books before moving on to the next, and was particularly drawn to books with strong female subjects: Amelia Earhart, Emily Dickinson, Margot Fonteyn. Marlo’s favorite heroine was Mary, Queen of Scots, who she saw as a beautiful, intelligent, headstrong young woman who was superior to most of the people around her, but was buffeted by forces she couldn’t control, and wound up losing her head. Marlo saw her as a cautionary tale. She was drawn to stories about tragic women. She decided not to be one of them.

			

			—

			Marlo skipped eighth grade, enrolling in high school at thirteen, and got straight A’s every semester. She was a National Merit Scholarship semifinalist, and graduated second in her class, which she attributed to having skipped a science class to double up in math. She was rejected by Harvard and Princeton but was accepted to Johns Hopkins, which offered her a scholarship given to only a handful of incoming freshmen per year. She arrived in Baltimore in the fall of 1985, where she was immediately pegged as a conservative in a school full of Yankee liberals.

			But, aside from the AIDS crisis—which was terrifying, and people talked about it all the time, since sex could kill you—politics was secondary at Hopkins. The focus was survival. Hopkins, Marlo learned, was where you went if you’d failed to get into the Ivies, and its cutthroat academic culture was matched by a marked lack of support for students who couldn’t cut it. During her freshman orientation, Marlo was told that if she needed coddling, she’d come to the wrong school. The place was full of quants and other nerdy science types who spent their time in the library and, from what she could tell, lacked social skills. “There were twenty-five hundred people in my class and eighty percent of them you never saw,” she said. The male-to-female ratio was seven to two.

			Marlo had shed her adolescent awkwardness and was now a slender, attractive young woman with shiny dark hair. She had her pick of boyfriends, though by her sophomore year she was dating a premed student named Jeff Cadeddu and had learned to avoid the lacrosse players who’d always try to grope the women walking by. She shrugged off any harassment as par for the course, all part of the game of being an ambitious young woman in the late 1980s, and never lost focus. In 1990, Marlo graduated with a master’s degree in international relations, having earned her BA in three years.

			Her plan was to join the Foreign Service, or perhaps the CIA, though intelligence gathering never really appealed to her. She wanted the nobility of service and figured being a diplomat would be fun, and gratifying, and also sort of glamorous, like The Year of Living Dangerously. But the economy was in a slump when she finished college in 1990, and the government was in a hiring freeze. She’d considered law school, but she had forty thousand dollars in debt.

			So Marlo decided to do what a lot of bright, ambitious, debt-saddled graduates of elite colleges were doing at that moment: she took a job in finance. During her senior year at Hopkins, she had been courted by a recruiter from Chase Manhattan, private banking division, who tried to sell her hard on international private banking. Given her background, Marlo, who spoke French and was learning Italian, was reluctant—she didn’t do math. But the woman she met with assured her that wasn’t an issue. Private banking was the relationship side of banking, catering to wealthy clients or those with inherited fortunes, and had long been where women in finance wound up, almost as a place to park them away from the higher-stakes areas like investment banking or trading. But by the time Marlo was hired, private banking was generating huge revenues, making the women at the helm of these groups immensely powerful. At Chase, the international private banking group was one of their most important divisions, and the managers were all women.

			Marlo landed at Chase’s office on Park Avenue, at the lowest-tier position, which was “relationship manager.” Her job was to sit in a cubicle and talk on the phone to clients in Holland and France and Italy and French-speaking West African countries, and meet their needs. A jewelry designer who’d just hit it big wanted to put her money in stocks or CDs or unit trusts, and Marlo would help set that up for her. She’d also serve as a concierge, calling the bank’s contact on Broadway to arrange show tickets or for money to be sent to a client’s son in college in California. When clients came through New York, she’d order a car to get them at the airport and then take them on a tour of the bank’s headquarters, with its Warhols and august dark mahogany walls. She was ferociously organized, helping her colleagues design a new cataloging system to keep track of clients’ data, and had a knack for talking to people and making them like and trust her.

			During her first year, she was paid fifty-five thousand dollars, plus a bonus, which was three times what some of her friends were making straight out of college. She lived frugally, in a four-hundred-dollar-per-month studio apartment in Sunnyside, Queens, bought her suits at Century 21, not Barneys, took the bus or the subway, and rarely went out clubbing. The whole point of a prestigious banking job was to make a ton of money, enough to ensure she’d never be poor, and Marlo saved every penny. For now, she had a dog, a car, some furniture from Ikea, and forty grand in debt that was being slowly whittled away.

			New York was never her scene. She was always polished and professional, but lacked the sophistication of some of the young associates who’d grown up in the city. On weekends, she carried a bag she’d bought at a crafts fair, a brown leather cross-body with painted flowers. It was cute, or so she thought, but no one else did—one guy, the brother of a colleague, told her he’d go out with her, as long as she bought herself a new purse. He was rich, so she assumed he meant Chanel, or Marc Jacobs, or something equally unaffordable. But even if she could afford it, the guy was an asshole; she didn’t want to go out with him anyway. She hated that aspect of the city—the attitude, the pretension, the wealth. The money. It was at a whole different level than anything she’d seen, even among the wealthy oil people down south.

			One night, Marlo attended a party at the home of a senior bank executive who lived in a palatial apartment on Central Park South. He’d recently returned from Singapore, and the apartment was decorated with expensive pieces he’d picked up during his travels. A young Asian woman answered the door dressed in a kimono. Marlo observed her throughout the night, kneeling with an hors d’oeuvres tray on her lap. At a certain point in the evening, the host walked up to Marlo with a business proposition. “I really like you and would like to spend more time with you,” he said. Specifically, he suggested, Marlo could be his companion, a deal that would come with a clothing allowance and a new apartment. Marlo was stunned. “Of course, I’m not sure I could swing something like this,” he said, gesturing toward the sweeping view of Central Park, “but we can certainly figure out somewhere just as nice.” Marlo stared at him in horror, and said nothing.

			She felt like a rube, and not for the first time. She thought about what she’d done to welcome this attention: nothing. She dressed conservatively, drank appropriately, never did drugs, and never slept around. She was nice. Maybe she was too nice? She’d found herself in several uncomfortable situations: a few handsy congressmen she’d met during an internship on Capitol Hill, a troubled young man she’d befriended in college who became so obsessed with her that she ultimately feared for her safety and told her doorman to stop letting him in. Now there was this guy. She gamed it out. The executive was closing in on sixty and was her boss’s boss’s boss. She was twenty-two and had just finished the training program. She wondered, If I say no, will I get fired? That would be a disaster. For a few minutes she thought about what she should say. Finally, she opted for the truth. “It’s such a generous offer,” she told him, sweetly, “but I just think the age difference is too great. It wouldn’t make me comfortable.” Then she waited and cringed, imagining the slow death of her career.

			But, incredibly, the guy was okay with it. He even apologized for putting her in such an awkward position. She’d been gracious and truthful, and the result was the least awful inappropriate experience she’d ever had. And her career never suffered—if anything, she thought, it probably helped her. By the time Marlo was twenty-three, she was a second vice president, one of the youngest in the bank’s history.

			By the following year, she’d paid off her loans and was the assistant manager of the international financial services division, looking at another big promotion, to head up the division.

			But instead, in 1993, Marlo married her longtime boyfriend, Jeff, whom she’d been with since college, and moved back to Baltimore, where he was in medical school. She told herself it was because she didn’t want to have a long-distance marriage, which was true, but she also saw the danger in staying too long at a place where people focused so heavily on their careers. She had always wanted to get married—part of a life plan that would, in time, include children and other accoutrements of well-rounded success. That was the game. The goal was to have it all, or at least appear to have it all, which was exhausting and sometimes felt impossible, but it was all part of the female version of the American dream—which was just like all those other American dreams, Marlo thought, except that for women it was maybe a little harder.

			She got a job in commercial lending at First National Bank, which had promised to match both her title and her salary. Instead, she was paid ten thousand dollars less than she’d made during her first year at Chase and, instead of cultivating private clients, spent her days cold-calling the heads of corporate bookkeeping departments, trying to sell them cash management accounts. On her first day, her boss told her he didn’t think women belonged in banking, and he would denigrate her as stupid every chance he got.

			It was everything about the banking world that Marlo knew existed but had never experienced. Worse, it was like being bullied all over again, every single day. She hated this man and was better than this shitty job he’d given her. But she was just as helpless as she’d been at age ten, because what was the fix? A harassment suit? It was unthinkable, on so many levels, to consider filing anything like that. It would feel like defeat. Miserable, she stopped eating and slept only a few hours a night. Six months into the job, she’d lost twenty pounds and could barely get out of bed.

			Finally, her mother-in-law intervened. “You need to quit that job before it kills you, Marlo.” Jeff’s parents were in real estate and had plenty of money to cover them. “Think about what you actually want to do. Not what you should do, what you want to do.”

			No one had ever suggested this before, or not in years, anyway. To Marlo, the answer was obvious: She wanted to be a lawyer. She had always wanted to be a lawyer, though she’d never really talked about it. She didn’t know many lawyers—there were none in her family—but she’d latched on to the idea when she was twelve and had never forgotten about it. All those years of bullying had created in her a deep desire to save others from that same fate. While at Chase, she’d taken the LSATs on a lark and scored in the 99th percentile. But she’d never had the money for law school—at least, not while she was still on the hook for her college loans. Now she did.

			There was something pure about the law. It wasn’t as avaricious as banking—or, at least not criminal law, which was the only sort of law she was interested in doing. She wanted to be a defense lawyer, a job written right into the Constitution, and Marlo saw that as a sacred text. The Constitution was about rules. The rule of law. It was a living history that stretched all the way back to the Magna Carta. The law is what keeps the world from going insane, she thought. The law is what separates us from chaos. Being a lawyer meant being the guardian of order and rationality in the world.

			So, Marlo quit the bank and applied to Georgetown Law School. She was accepted into the part-time program, which was the only slot available. Over the next four years, she worked during the day as a paralegal in northern Virginia, commuting an hour or more from Baltimore each morning, working until five and then heading over the Key Bridge to campus, where she sat in classes until nine or ten at night, followed by many more hours of study once she got home. During that time, she averaged about four hours of sleep every night and struggled to get pregnant. Finally, after multiple tries of IVF, one stuck. In 1998, she graduated summa cum laude and eight months pregnant with her first child, a little boy they named Duncan.

			The next year, Jeff was offered a job at UT Southwestern Hospital in Dallas, and they moved to Texas. They bought a big prairie-style home in a slowly gentrifying part of the city and had a second baby, this time a girl named Arianna. In 2000, Marlo passed the Texas bar exam and landed a plum federal clerkship with one of the most respected judges in Dallas.

			She was thirty-two years old, with two infants, a beautiful home, and was married to a surgeon whose career was taking off. She had played the game and won. There was no reason to think that her life wouldn’t continue along the same blessed track forever.

		

	
		
			
			[image: Walter and Chris Oneschuk]

			Chris was stunned when Walt told her he’d decided to join the navy. It was October 1988, almost a year after he’d proposed, and all she could think at first was that it was probably the worst thing that had ever happened to her. Chris organized her future the way she organized her filing drawers, with folders for every category: wedding, honeymoon, starter home, kids. She liked plans, and so far, she’d planned a beautiful wedding at a Catholic church in Wakefield, followed by a three-week honeymoon to San Francisco and Hawaii; after that, they were going to move into a little apartment in Burlington, Massachusetts, that they’d rented, a few miles from Chris’s parents’ house, with new furniture. Kids would come in a year or two, with the extended family never more than a few miles away, and when that happened, Chris would quit her secretarial job and be a stay-at-home mom while Walt was the breadwinner. That was the life she wanted, the life they’d discussed. Now Walt wanted to upend all that and have her follow him wherever adventure took him, and that was not the plan.

			“This is the dumbest mistake of your life, marrying the gigolo,” her father said. Frank had worked all his life mowing other people’s lawns, pruning their bushes, taking care of their hydrangeas and rhododendrons. He had a deep class resentment toward people like Walt, who he’d nicknamed “Good-Time Charlie,” as the kid never seemed to take anything seriously. He’d landed a great job with full health and dental benefits, but now he’d “changed his mind,” or was “bored” with the office life, or some other bullshit excuse. “You want to be navy scum? That’s what you’ll be,” Frank told Chris, who tried to placate him by assuring him that Walt was going to be an officer. “So?” Frank didn’t know any officers. He’d known a few navy guys during World War II who’d chipped paint off of ships and drank too much. They were navy scum.

			Chris felt torn. She had always been fiercely devoted to her mother, Andrea, but she was so dominated by Frank that Chris had made a promise to herself when she was still in high school never to wind up like that. Yet she also had her father’s inflexibility when it came to what was right and wrong and good and bad, and this new idea of Walt’s felt gray, unknown. She wondered how serious Walt was about a military career, since that would mean living by rules, and he hated rules. They were actually very different.

			“I just don’t want to be that guy who looks back in twenty years and wonders what my life would be like if I’d just followed my dream,” Walt told her. “I am not going to be that person.”

			“I just want to feel safe and know that all of this isn’t just a passing thing,” she said. She’d hardly been anywhere outside of Massachusetts, even on vacation. Growing up, the only trip she took was a road trip, when Frank packed Andrea and the kids into their big Cadillac and drove down to Florida for the Daytona 500. Twenty hours in a car on I-95, that was their vacation.

			Walt’s friends thought it was sort of a cool idea, being top gun, traveling all over the place—a lot of them secretly hated their lives and wanted to do something more fulfilling, or at least have a few more adventures. Chris’s friends simply thought it was insane, and one night, the husband of one of her girlfriends walked right up to Walt and told him he’d never make it. “Being a fighter pilot—that’s a fucking pipe dream,” he said.

			“You know what, you fucking idiot? I can do whatever I want,” Walt said. He was in his mid-twenties, for fuck’s sake. Even if he made a mistake, it was fixable. Being told he was dreaming made him even more determined to make it a reality. I can do whatever I want. That, he told Chris, would be his mantra.

			Eventually, he wore her down. She’d even dragged him to a counselor, whom they’d seen for a few months, talking about their families and their goals and weighing their options, and finally Chris agreed. She still thought all the travel, and the risks, and the financial insecurity sounded terrifying, but worse would be standing in the way of Walt’s dream, which would only make him resent her. It would kill their marriage before it even started. So she accepted his ambition, and in May 1989, right on schedule, they were married. Three weeks later, after a honeymoon where they walked across the Golden Gate Bridge, and went to Chinatown, and lay on the beach in Maui, and snorkeled, and had a big luau, and all the other things Chris wanted to do, Walt reported to Aviation Officer Candidate School in Pensacola, Florida. Chris stayed behind in the apartment in Burlington, surrounded by the new furniture and the wedding gifts. She was unwilling to uproot herself until she knew, absolutely, that Walt had made it through the gauntlet, and that this was going to be her life.

			

			—

			Walt’s first impression of AOCS was that it was nothing like the movies, though aesthetically, it came pretty close to An Officer and a Gentleman. The base was flat, with redbrick buildings, some with white pillars—completely inappropriate for Pensacola’s tropical climate, which was brutally hot, though the marines who ran the place didn’t seem to mind. Walt hadn’t realized he’d be trained by the same type of hard-ass Marine Corps drill instructors who trained enlisted guys, and what that meant, he understood about ten seconds after he arrived, was that the next twelve weeks would be an endless stretch
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